Dear Editor-in-Chief, I am writing this Letter in reply to the puzzle in your recent editorial 1 : "Why do people living in hot climates like their food "hot" (spicy) whereas most cuisines under more temperate climates are relatively bland?" Chili pepper is one of the oldest domesticated plants cultivated in present day Latin America. Archeological evidence discovered`in the Valle de Tehuacan (an early settlement in Mesoamerica) indicates that the consumption of chili peppers dates back to the 7th millennium BC, long before the cultivation of maize and beans. Ancient ancestors of native people cultured the wild chili piguin and selected the varieties known today.
Interestingly, we have no concrete knowledge of the exact chemical composition of capsicum plants in hot versus cold climates. 3, 4 Therefore, it is not impossible that chili peppers grown in the tropics taste better than those cultivated in cold environment.
From the pharmacological research it is well known that capsaicinoids dose-dependently modify the function of capsaicin-sensitive afferent nerves: at low doses they cause stimulation (perceived as a burning or itchy sensation), meanwhile at higher doses they produce inhibition (traditionally referred to as "desensitization"). If so, one may argue that people in hot climates have to eat more pepper because their oral mucosa is perpetually desensitized due to the constant exposure to capsaicin. 5 In experimental animals, capsaicin acutely lowers the body temperature. There is some evidence that it may also be true in humans ("gustatory sweating"). A subjective cooling effect would be clearly beneficial for people living under hot climates. 6, 7 In summary, this puzzle remains unsolved. Combined, the above mentioned factors may shed some light to this mystery of capsaicin.
